i6                THE   TIME   OF   MY   LIFE
sacrificing its most promising juveniles to the grand old State of
Iowa. What we thought of the proceedings was unprintable.
A short, paunchy man with loose lips hanging above stringy
whiskers waddled down the aisle, a sharp-eyed woman following
him closely. He stopped a couple of seats ahead of me, read the
boy's tag, ordered him to stand.
"Let's see yer han's." He felt the boy's palms, then the muscles
of his arms. "Guess y'ain't never done much work, hev ye? Don't
look like y'ever had much t'eat neither. Know anything about
milkin5?"
The boy mumbled something in reply; the man again glanced
at his hands, then advanced to me.
"Stand up. How d'ye say that name uv yourn?"
I looked at him blankly. "Me noh spick Eenglish."
"Well, I'll be durned! Must be some kind uv a Dago. What'll
they be sendin' out here next?" He turned to the woman. "I
guess that tall feller's about the best uv the lot. We'll try him out."
The understanding was that there should be some evidence of
mutual attraction between foster parent and child. Given this
prerequisite, arrangements for adoption could be made, or if this
were impracticable, the child could be "bound out3' until he
became of age. It was a delightfully simple plan, but not very
practicable. We were dead tired, irritable, apprehensive, and
desperately homesick; a sorry lot from which to choose a son and
heir. As all the farmers looked alike to us, and none of them very
prepossessing, we had nothing but intuition and the guiding hand
of Providence to determine the choice of a parent.
Several hours of examinations and consultations had resulted
in no more than five or six provisional adoptions, and I was
thoroughly disgusted. If this were the great and glorious west, I
wanted no more of it. The entire trip had been disappointing.
Cities and towns appeared half-deserted, the people half-asleep,
the country bleak and lonesome. Hour after hour I had kept
watching through a window, but there were no signs of Indians,
cowboys or bandits.
In no mood for further exhibition, I was planning a break
for liberty when a large, weatherbeaten man with flowing
moustaches and imperial entered the car. His striking appear-
ance almost exactly fulfilled my expectations. That he made no
demands to have us perform for him was most encouraging.
While he stood talking to an attendant I sidled up to him. His